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propriaproduzione.Continuavanonsvilupparsi-Eral'altro-un'aristocrazia
civilechesullabasedi ricchezze autonomiorizzontisovraregionalipotesse
aspirareadattenuarelapotenzadellanobiltafondiaria.
Laconc1usioned lvolume-forseinpartealdiladellestesseintenzioni
dell'autore-restituiscequindiretrospettivamentesensoelegittimitallaricerca
chesiededicaradindividuarefielmedioevostrutturecheavrebberoallalunga
influitosullasuccessivastoriaisolana.Cerrol'attenzioneaqueitemisiealimen-
tataacosticheoranonsanopiusostenibili.11prezzopagara,fruttodimalcelati
anacronismi,dimalcontrollatecontaminazioniideologichediunaprofonda
deformazionediprospettiva,estatoinfatticostituitodallaripetutatentazionedi
procedereaunasistemazioneglobalizzantedellainteravicendasocialetardo-
medioevaleinchiavedibloccoedi immobilismoplurisecolari.Masanocosti
chenondovremopiusostenere.A Epsteinvatuttoil meritodiayerEran-turnara
a nostrobeneficioquelgrovigliostoriografico:il SUDlibrorappresentauna
spintapienamenteingradodimantenerelastoriadelmedioevosicilianolontano
dalleseccheincuisierainsabbiata.
A REPLY
StephanR. Epstein
DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMIC HISTORY.
LoNDoN SCHOOL OF ECONOMICS & POLlTICAL SCIENCE
l. Petralia'scommentsaregenerous,perceptiveandonthewholeaccu-
rateoSeveralofthespecificissuesheraisescanonlyberesolvedbyfurtherwork
in thearchives;othersindicatemoregeneralpointsof methodology,someof
which1discussbelow.Weseeminsteadtodisagreeonthesignificanceofthose
mattersforabroaderunderstandingofSicilianandItaliansociety.MYreservations
arisefromthefactthatPetraliafocusesonthestrictlySicilianandItalianthemes
inthebook(theroleofforeigntradeandthecontrastbetweenNorthandSouth).
However,heoverlookstheuseoftheSicilianexampletooutlineamodelofthe
latemedieval«crisis»thatis applicable,mutatismutandis,to thewholeof
Europe.Yet thisestablisheswhatispossiblythebook'sprincipalclaim:that
Sicilian,andbyextensionItalian,economichistoryaremerelyavariantof a
moregeneral,Europeanpatternofdevelopment-thusimplyingthritheframe-
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workforcomparativehistorycannolongerbejustItaly,butmustembrace
Europeasawhole.
Petraliaisofcourseinpartawareofthisunderlyingargument,andindeed
implies(a1thoughhedoesnotusethetermexplicitly)thatAnislandhascaused
a «paradigmshift»withinthehistoriographyon Italiandevelopment,which
rendersBresc'sandmyapproachessentiallyincommensurable«<duemondi
incompatibili»):it isnotsomuchthedataweusethataredifferent,astheway
thatwegivethemmeaning.Buttherearetwowaystoreactosuchashift.One
is tosay,likePetralia:letusdroptheoldtheoreticalframeworkwhichis no
longeruseful,andreturntotheoldbutstillimportantquestionswithafreshand
unbiasedmind.Thisrequiresanactoffaithintheoldhistoriographicalframe-
work,aconsciousdecisiontoviewSicilianhistorystrictlyasavariantofItalian
history.Alternatively,onecanpursuethemetaphorof the«paradigmshift»
further,toarguethatsuchachangealsoinevitablycausesthehierarchyand
contentof «relevant»questionstochange:problemsthatwerecentraltothe
previousparadigmbecomeirrelevantandnewproblemsemergeintheirplace.
HereI shalltrytosketchoutsomereasonswhythe«paradigmshift»weshould
becontemplatingis fromahistoryof «Sicily-as-part-of~ltaly»toahistoryof
«Sicily-as-part-of-Europe».
2. Petralia'suggestionthatanexcessivedesiretooverturnprevious
assumptionsleadsmetounderestimatetherelativeimpactofforeigntradeI does
nottakeintoaccounttwoessentialpremisesof myargumentoThefirstisthat
survivingrecordsofeconomictransactionsin thisperiod,principallynotarial
contracts,produceadistortedpictureoftheeconomybecausetheyover-repre-
senthenumberandvolumeofcommercialtransactionsbetweenforeignersand
I Book titlescansometimesunintentionallymislead.An islandfor itselfdoes notdefinean
economicallyandpoliticallyautarchicworld «indipendentedaquelli...circostanti»;thetiderefers
to asocietywhosehistoryhasnotbeenimposedordeterminedfromtheoutside,whoseidentityis
notdefinedthroughitsrelationswith«foreigners».(The titleis theresultora verbalandconceptual
pastiche,betweenafamousversebytheseventeenthcenturypoetJohnDonne-«no manisaniZando
intire of itselfe»- and the Hegelo-Marxian distinctionbetweenobjective «class in itself» and
subjective«cIassfor itself»). The book neitherignoresnor dismissestherale of foreign trade,
althoughreaderstrainedin a previous historiographictraditionmay interpretthe emphasison
domesticfactorsin theseterms.On thecontrary,1noteatseveralpointsthatlatemedievalSicily
hadanextraordinarilyopeneconomy(seeS.R. EpSTEIN,Anislandfor itself.Economicdevelopment
andsocial changein late medievalSicily, Cambridge1992,pp.282, 312-313,407),comparable
only to late medievalHolland andfar moreoren Iban, say,early modernPoland, oftenseento
epitomizecapitalist«dependencythroughtrade»beforethe industrialrevolution.
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autochthonscomparedtodomesticones:whereasforeignersrequiredawritten
recordof transactionstoprotectheirpropertyrightsincourt,Sicilianscould
morefrequentlyrelyonoralagreementsthatleftnowrittentrace.Thisrule
appliesbothtosalesofcommodities,tudiedinparticularbyHENRIBRESC,and
tothetransactionsin theagriculturalcreditmarketdiscussedbyPetralia.The
secondpremiseis thereforethatonecanmakesenseof themicro-Ieveldata
emergingfromnotarialrecordsonlyinthecontextofanadequatelyreconstructed
macro-economicframework.
Bothconsiderationsclearlyapplytothegraintrade.Wecanonlyestímate
theoverallimpactof foreignmerchantsonthegrainmarketif weknowthe
averageproportionof outputheytraded.Averagexportsfrommedievaland
earlymodernSicilyneverexceeded17percentofdomesticoutputnetofseed
(theratiobefore1500being5-15percent),2andforeignmerchantsseemtohave
largelyavoidedthedomesticgraintrade;itfollowsthatheywill nothavecon-
trolledmoreIban5-15percentofthecreditmarket.In fact,althoughconditions
probablyvariedlocally,it is unlikelythatforeigncreditsustainedthatlargea
proportionofthegrainproducedforoverseasmarkets.3
Petralia lsosuggeststhatI underestimatetheToleof foreigntradersin
developingthesilkandsugarindustries,whichfromc. 1430-50begantoturn
increasinglyfromthedomestictooverseasmarkets.Sincetheseindustrieswere
entirelydemand-Ied(they«producedon commission»),he argues,foreign
merchantswhoconveyedinformationonforeignmarketstoSicilianproducers
ineffect«caused»theseindustriestodevelop.Bycontrast,I underplaytherole
offoreigners,andemphasizeSicilianentrepreneurship.Infactonecanaccommo-
dateOuTtwoperspectives(whichareessentially«demand»and«supply»-Ied
modelsofgrowth)bydistinguishingbetween«Iong-run»and«short-run»cau-
sesof industrialexpansion.Intheshortrun,demandfactorswerec1earlymost
important.Butinthelongrun,supplyfactorsmustsurelyhavebeenessential.
Bothindustriescouldonlyexpandintoforeignmarketsbecausetheyhadaccess
toapoolofnativeskilledlabourwhichhadbuiltupayercenturies,mainlyto
supplythedomesticmarket.Inaddition,theverylonginvestmentlead-ins(se-
2 /bidem,pp.274-275.
) Foreignmerchantswouldhavebeenunabletopredictchangesin overseasdemandveryfar
ahead,sotheywouldnothavesunkverymuchcapitalin loans.Theyalsofacedhigherinformation
andenforcementcoststhannativeSicilians in thelocalcreditmarket;if thelatterwascompetitive
(seebelow),theirmarginson theloanswould havebeenlower. On logical grounds-which must
of coursebetestedagainsttheevidence-foreigncreditshouldnothavebeenamajorplayeronlocal
agriculturalcreditmarkets.
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veralyearsfor sugarcalle,upto adecadefor themulberrytreeswhichfedthe
silkworms)wereparticularlydisavantageousforforeign-basedmerchants,who
becausetheylackeddetailedtechnicalknowledgeandcouldnotsupervisetheir
investmentc1osely,facedhigherrisksof failure.For bothreasons,directin-
vestmentby overseasmerchantsin thesilk andsugarindustrieswasmostunli-
kely.4
3.Thereis evidentlyneedformoreresearchonthesetopics,asPetralia
underlines.SimilarlyI agreewithhimthatwerequiremorerigorousanalysisof
agriculturalcreditmarkets,inplaceofthetiredsophistriesandpreconceptions
oftheolderliterature.Inparticular,Petraliasuggestshatweneedtoverifyif
agriculturalcreditmarketswerecompetitive,asI c1aim,or«usurious»(mono-
polistic)asheimpliestheymighthavebeen.Thiscriticismseemstobebasedon
amisunderstandingof myarguments.A monopolyoncredit(thesourceof
«usury»)willexistonlywhere(a)borrowershaveaccesstoonlyonelender,or
(b)lenderscolludetoserafixedcateofinterest,whichwill thereforeinc1udea
monopolyprofit;thelattercanonlyoccurwherelendersarefewandtheborro-
wers'circumstancesandrequirementsdonotchange.Whereneitherof these
conditionsapply,competiríanbetweenlenderswill drivethecateof interest
downtoanaveragecateofreturnoncapital.I suggestthathisiswhatoccurred
inlatemedievalSicily,whereproducershadaccesstolargenumbersoflenders
inbigcities,andwherethesizeof theagriculturalmarketmadecollusionbet-
weenlendersunlikely.Insofarasacompetitivecreditmarketshouldproduce
similarcatesofinterestacrosstheregían,thisoutcomecanbeverifiedempirically
andPetraliacorrectlypointsoutthatIdo notdoSO.5Gntheotherhand,I donot
thinkthatmedievaltheoriesofusuryaremuchuseinunderstandingthemodern
conceptofmonopolyprofitsoncredit.Surelythefact,notedbyPetralia,thathe
lawenshriningthecontraltoalZametawasdraftedinthecontextofapapalcam-
paignagainst«usury»-definedasinterestaboveamece10percent!-isproofof
theologicalmuddleratherthanofeconomicreality.6
4 Of course,neitherthesecondnorthethirdpointappliestomerchantswhosettledin Sicily,
like thePisanswhomPetraliahasin mind.
5 Ratesof interestsignificantlyhigherIbantheaveragecanbeexplainedeitherasmonopoly
profitorasreflectingahigherrisk. Thechoiceof explanationdependsonthedegreeof competition
in thecreditmarket,andcanbedeterminedempirically.
6 The fact thatthelaw on contrattiall metaalsorefersto severalothercreditarrangements
usedby foreign merchantssuggeststhatthey wereprotectingthemselvesagainstecclesiastical
sanctionacrosstheentirerangeof contractstheyemployed;Ibis in itselfgivesnoindicationoflhe
extentlo which Ihey controlledIhe sicilian credil markets.
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4.Anassessmentof herelativebalanceof«foreign»versus«domestic»
tradethusrequiresacombinationof theoryandmacro-economicindicatorsto
contextualized tailedempiricalanalysisatthe«micro»leve!.Butbycastingthe
debatein termsofastarkcontrastbetweenthedomesticandtheinternational
spheres,Petraliais indangerof resurrectingthedualisticparadigmwhichhe
otherwiseconsiderstobedeadandburied.7
TounderstandtheroleofcommerceforSiciliangrowthwemustdistin-
guishbetweenpositiveandnormativeargumentsabouttrade.Instrictlypositive
(economic)terms,tradeis beneficialbecauseit stimulatesbothspecialization
(throughthedivisionoflabour)andinnovation(throughcompetitiononprice).
A prioriitmakesnodifferencewhethertradeisdomesticorforeign;assuming
thatdomesticoutputiscompetitveoninternationalmarkets,thedistinctionbet-
weenthetwospheresoftradeis simplyafunctionofrelativetransactioncosts.
In theearlymiddleages,longdistancetradecostmorethanshortdistance,so
onlyhighvalueaddedcommoditiesnteredintoit;whenthecostsof transport
ayerlongdistancesdeclined(astheydidsignificantlyduringthelaterMiddle
Ages),thebarriersbetweenthetwospheresof tradedisappearedandcheaper
goodsincreasinglyfoundtheirwayantainternationalmarkets.8
Thisargumentimpliesthatitisalsoaprioriirrelevantwhethermerchants
areof domesticor foreignoriginoBy contrast,heparadigmof dualismand
dependencyholdstoa strictlynormativeviewof trade,in whichmerchants
exploitheircontrolayerforeigntradetoexertpoliticalandeconomicalpower
ayerthehostcountry,whileatthesametimeplayingarevolutionaryoleineco-
nomicdevelopmentand«modernization».Thereforethefactthatacountryhas
astrongnativec1assofmerchants,oralternativelymustrelymainlyonforeign
tradersasSicilydid,isusedasameasureofitsrelativeconomic«modernity»
or«backwardness».9
7 Letmenotein passingthatPetralia'spieafor furtherresearchontheeconomyof thetwelfth
andthirteenthcenturies.withwhich1essentiallyagree,isbasedonasimilarmisunderstanding.My
approachdrawsonasimplebehavioralassumptionthatpeasantswould respondrationally(i.e.by
orderingpreferences)to theinstitutionalconstraintsthattheyfacedin theireconomicactivities.
Therefore,aslongasthatinstitutionalcontextis understoodandaccountedfor, it canbeassumed
thatatwelfthcenturyserfin aweakly«commercialized»economywasjust ascapableof rational
calculus(limitedby theinformationatbis disposal)asa fifteenthcenturylarge-scaletenant;only
therisks andopportunitiestheycontemplatedweredifferent.
, ErsTEIN,An istandcit., pp. 268-270.
9 Onemaynotethatbeforemercantilismwasbackedbycannon,thecommercialbootwason
theotherfoot:foreignmerchantsdependedfor taxprivilegesontheauthoritiesofthecountriesthey
tradedwith, whohadnocompunctionin exploitingtheirpositionof power(ibidem,pp.284-285).
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PetraliasuggestshatmyexplanationfSiciliandeclineintheseventeenth
centuryacceptshepreviousnormativeorthodoxy,thatherootsofthecountry's
failureto«modernize»aretobefoundin thetwelfthandthirteenthcenturies,
whenSicilywasunabletoestablishanativecommercial«bourgeoisie»anda
strongexport-Iedtextileindustry.Myargumentisactuallyratherdifferent,and
goesomethinglikethis.Furthereconomicdevelopmentafterthemid-seventeenth
centurycrisisrequiredlargerinternalmarkets.Whatcharacterizedsuccessful
countrieslikeEnglandwastheirabilitytolowerthejurisdictionalcosts(setby
tariffs,tolls,etc.)ofdomestictrade.InsteadSicily's«natural»domesticmarket,
thekingdomofNaples,reactedtocontractioni theoppositeway,byraising
internalbarriersto tradewhichrestrictedopportunitiesfor furthergrawth
throughspecialization.
Ontheotherhand,thequestionwhetherastrangermercantileandmanu-
facturingbasewouldhavehelpedSicilyreachamorepositiveoutcometothe
«crisis»is amootpoint.AlthoughI donotpursuethequestionfurtherin the
book'sconclusion,itisworthnotingthatneitherstrongmerchantcommunities
norpowerfulurbanmanufacturesshieldednorthernItalyframthedevasting
effectsoftheseventeenthcenturydepression.I the«bourgeois»and«indus-
trial»North,marketscontracted,oldurbanindustriescollapsed,industrialpro-
ductionshiftedfromthetownstothecountryside,andtraditionalmanufactured
exportswerereplacedbythekindofrawmaterials( ilk,oil,wool)onceconsi-
deredtypicalof the«backward»South.In otherwords,theallegedlymore
«modern»northernItalianinstitutions-epitomizedbythevibrantsocietiesof
thecity-stateshintedatbyPetralia-respondedtostructuralcrisislittlebetter
thanthe«backward»southernmonarchies.
5. The paradoxis such,however,only so longaswe remainwithinthe
magiccircleof theold historiographicalparadigm.Theparadigmwasfounded
uponasyllogism:«feudal»institutionswerenotconducivetoeconomicgrawth;
therefore,theeconomyof the«feudal»Southcouldnotdevelop.Butproofthat
theSouthcould achieveratesof growthequalor superiorto thosein many
regiDosintheNorthcausestheoldhistoriographicalcastletocollapse.My book
reinterpretsoldandnewarchivalevidencetosuggesthatthetraditionalcontrast
between«bourgeois»citiesand«feudal»statesis of littleusein explainingthe
Courseofdevelopmentin Italy,or indeedelsewhereintheWest.And itsuggests
analternativeinterpretationwhichdrawsona morecomplexunderstandingof
howsocialinstitutionsaffectedeconomicperformancein thepasto
Thus,toobjectthatthearistocraticreactioninSicily after1500showsthe
country's lackof «modernity»is toconfusetheinstitutionaltrappingsofautho-
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ritywiththemachineryofeconomicaccumulation.OfcoursetheSicilianstate
was«feudal»,in thecustomarilylooseandimprecisesenseof theterm:how
muchofEuropebeforetheFrenchRevolutionwasnot?Butalternatively,was
astrong«bourgeoisie»aprerequisiteforunendingeconomicgrowth?Didmo-
dernItaly'smerchantc1asses,orHolland'sbourgeoisstate,propelthesecountries
teleologicallytoindustrializedbliss?Whydidthat«transition»firstoccurin
England,anarchetypal«feudal»stateandanunderpopulatedcountrywhose
urbanpopulationbefore1650washalfthesizeofItaly's?Tomeasureasociety's
economic«modernity»fromthestrengthof itsurbansocialfabricrisksma-
kingthesamemistakePetraliaidentifiesinBresc:namely,toslideinsensibly
froma(partially)measurableandeconomicdefinitionof«progress»,toamore
vaguelyculturaldefinitionof«modernity»and«backwardness»whoseinherent
pitfallsareself-evident.Thisisaslipperyslopeindeed,andI donotembarkupon
it in thebook.
6. In conc1usion,if oneacceptsthatthedualisticparadigmin Italian
historyhascollapsed,thenmanyofthehistoriographicalquestionsitproduced
becomelargelyirrelevanttoquestionsofeconomichistory.Thenewperspective
I propaseraisesquestionsofadifferentkind.Themainoneconcernstheinter-
playofpoliticalandsocialinstitutions-thenorms,laws,organizationsandrules
of thegame-andeconomicperformance:didpoliticalstructuresmakeany
differencetothepreindustrialeconomies,andif so,inwhatway?Theanswer,
I suggest,liesinthechangingbalanceofpowerbetweensovereign,lords,towns
andruralcommunitiesayeragivenregion,whichdefinedthecapacityofeach
tocapturetheprafitsframtrade.Theattractivenessofthishypothesisi twolfod:
itpromisestounitethe«new»politicalhistorywiththe«new»economichistory
intoa new«politicaleconomyof growth»;andit laysthefoundationsof a
genuinelycomparativeEurapeanhistory,whichaddstotheinstitutionalhis-
torian'sinterestinatypologyofpoliticalandjurisdictionalarrangements,the
economist'sconcernwithdynamismandchange.]oInthissense,perhaps,Sicily
couldbecomeaparadigmforEurapeasawhole.
]0 SeeS.R.EpSTEIN,«Townandcountryin latemedievalItaly:economicandinstitutional
aspects», Economic History Review, 2'" ser. 46 (1993), pp. 453-477; IDEM,«Regional fairs,
institutionalinnovaríanandeconomicgrowthinlatemedievalEurope»,EconomicHistoryReview,
2'" ser.47 (1994),pp. 459-482;IDEM,«Freedomandgrowth.The Europeanmiracle?»,in E.V.
BARKERed.LSE onfreedom,London, 1995,pp. 165-181.
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